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Facilitation of engineering student-groups’ projects at Aalborg University is predominantly 
characterized by directive approaches in response to groups’ request for technical assistance, while 
supportive approaches are limited to levels of approval. The facilitators vary their directive 
approaches to a considerably higher degree than they vary their supportive approaches. The logic 
behind this choice is explained by facilitators as a need to (1) be time-efficient; (2) guide students 
towards efficient development of effective solutions; and (3) meet students at their level of technical 
proficiency. This value-driven approach evidently overrules alternative (theory-based) approaches 
and pedagogically focused dialogue with facilitators (irregardless of level of experience) reveals a 
strong case for maintaining a default practice that consistently has proven project results ranging 
from acceptable to excellent – when students have made the necessary effort. 
 
As the focus (from both students and facilitator) implicitly is on the project rather than explicitly on 
the students’ actual learning the described logic is congruent, although explanation (3) is not always 
the case. However, when student learning is in focus the logic is incongruent. 
 
This case study concludes that disclosure of such incongruence between stated and actual intentions 
is necessary. Convinced facilitators reconsidered their default approach and tested an inquiring 
approach (e.g. Hansen-Skovmoes & Rosenkvist, 2004; Hornstrup, Tomm & Johansen, 2009) which 
aims at deliberately conferring project ownership to student-groups. Combining (variations of) the 
inquiring approach with (variations of) the directive & supportive approach (e.g. Dahl 2008) 
resulted among students in (1) improved level of (shared) technical and methodological 
understanding; (2) increased (shared) ownership and self-assurance; (3) more focused and critical 
knowledge management; and (4) increased certainty of project aims and refined project scope. 
Facilitators experienced (1) improved certainty of students’ level of understanding; (2) initially 
more time spent but progressively increased time-efficiency; and (3) increased satisfaction from 
engaging in a more varied (and balanced) role-function. 
 
The success of such improved facilitative approach can be explained based on Vygotsky´s theory of 
developmental zones (Wass & Golding, 2014) and based on Heidegger’s claim (Wind, 1974) that 
facilitative advice must be “ready to hand” as students often fail to implement advice which is 
“present at hand”. In other words, the facilitator’s fine tuning of such situated approach is central. 
Another perspective is that the more inquiring approach helps student-groups progressively develop 
and sustain project approaches for dealing with uncertainty in more efficient and effective ways. 
This process can be described as applying a “dialogic knowing” (Barett & Moore, 2011); as 
constructing a “languaging” (Willert, 2011); or as engaging in a “coordinated management of 
meaning” (Pearce, 2007). Participating in such enzymatic apprenticeship training of the academic 
research tradition is essential for high quality study projects (Spliid, 2016). 
  
References 
Barrett, T. & Moore, S. (2011): Students Maximising the Potential of the Problem-based Learning 
Tutorial: Generating Dialogic Knowing. Pp. 115-129 in: Barrett, T. & Moore, S. (eds.): New 
Approaches to Problem-based Learning: Revitalising Your Practice in Higher Education. 
Routledge, New York. 
Dahl, P. N. (2008): Studenter-afstemt vejledning og kommunikation. [Student-aligned facilitation 
and communication.] Pp. 89-104 in: Krogh, L., Olsen, J. B. & Rasmussen, P. (eds.): 
Projektpædagogik – perspektiver fra Aalborg Universitet. Aalborg Universitetsforlag, Danmark. 
Hansen-Skovmoes, P. & Rosenkvist, G. (2004): Coaching som udviklingsværktøj. [Coaching as 
developmental tool.] Pp. 107-128 in: Stelter, R. (ed.): Coaching – læring og udvikling, Dansk 
Psykologisk Forlag, Danmark. 
Hornstrup, C., Tomm, K. & Johansen, T. (2009): Spørgsmål, der gør en forskel. [Questions that 
make a difference.]  http://macmannberg.dk/wp-content/filer/Sp%C3%B8rgsm%C3%A5l-der-
g%C3%B8r-en-forskel_Red-020614-af-Thomas-.pdf  (accessed April 4, 2017) 
Pearce, W. B. (2007): Kommunikation og skabelsen af sociale verdener. [Communication and the 
making of social worlds]. Dansk Psykologisk Forlag, Danmark. 
Spliid, C. M. (2016). Discussions in PBL Project-Groups : Construction of Learning and Managing. 
International Journal of Engineering Education, Vol. 31(1), 324–332. 
Wass, R. & Golding, C. (2014): Sharpening a tool for teaching: the zone of proximal development. 
Teaching in Higher Education, Vol. 19(6), 671–684. 
Willert, S. (2011): Social construction of meaning and its translation into real world action: the 
problem of learning transfer and how to circumvent it. In: M. Horsdal (ed), Communication, 
Collaboration and Creativity. Researching Adult Learning. Odense: University Press of Southern 
Denmark.  
Wind, H. C. (1974): Erkendelse og eksistens. [Cognition and existence.] Gyldendal, Danmark.  
 
 
